Microangiopathy of endoneurial vessels in hypoxemic chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). A quantitative ultrastructural study.
A peripheral neuropathy has been reported in patients with chronic respiratory insufficiency due to chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). It is mainly characterized by axonal degeneration, secondary demyelination and abnormal endoneurial vessels. The pathogenesis of these lesions remains obscure. To investigate whether relationships exist between neuritic and vascular lesions, a qualitative and quantitative ultrastructural study was performed on nerve biopsies in 13 patients with chronic respiratory insufficiency due to COPD, and in 9 normal controls without pulmonary lesions. A computer-assisted multiple regression analysis taking into account clinical, electrophysiological, biological and morphometric parameters was performed. Statistically significant differences in the endoneurial structure of microvessels were: (1) thickening of the basement membrane; (2) narrowing of the lumen; (3) mural pericytic debris deposits, occurring in the COPD group. In the latter, hypercapnia correlated positively with nerve fibers lesions (P = 0.03) and endothelial area (P = 0.03). No correlations were found between age and other parameters. These findings highlight the fact that the microangiopathy in peripheral nerves in patients with COPD may be diffuse and essentially due to hypoxia and reduction in blood flow, as in diabetic neuropathy.